The Social Negotiation of People's Views on the Causes of Illness.
Over the last two decades increasing attention has been given to lay views of health and illness. An important area within this research is the views that different socioeconomic groups hold on the causes of illness. Generally it is concluded that people of lower socioeconomic status are more likely than those of more affluent standing to talk about the causes of illness in lifestyle rather than structural terms that involve overt connections with the material impact of social inequality. We draw on 20 semi-structured interviews with New Zealanders of lower socioeconomic status to explore the ways various causes are assigned to illness. Our participants voice multiple and often contradictory views when assigning cause, and include references to structural issues in addition to lifestyle risk factors and medical ideas about biological functioning and disease. There appears to be a range of sociocultural explanations available for these people to draw on when making sense of illness. We argue that the prevalence of structural explanations may be due, in part, to cultural shifts and increased critical reaction to various social reforms. Our findings support the idea that people's views are socially constructed to account for the complexities of health and illness as part of everyday life.